The opening up of religious discourses and a new public presence of religion has forced cultural analyses and studies to take a fresh look at the ways in which religion enters social and cultural life. Especially after 9/11, there has been a political resurgence of religion and the presence of religion in the public space is strongly felt. While most discussions of Islam have concentrated on the political sphere, especially with the two wars that have plagued parts of the Asian continent during the last decade, the papers in this issue concentrate on the way that Islam impacts on the everyday aspects of lives of people who reside in what can be designated as Muslim societies, or in communities where Islam plays a big part.
The issue has sprung out of a special panel at the IACS 2009 Tokyo Conference. The panel, entitled 'Women Negotiating Islam' had looked at how women in different locations cope with the ways that religion, either as politics or as culture, enters their lives. In some cases, Islam is lived as policy, such as in the case of law and legal measures; in others it becomes a part of the state, such as when an Islamic party forms the government; in still others, it is part of a political discourse, as Islam-based parties seek to recruit women. While these negotiations take on a more public face, there are other arenas where the religion makes itself felt in more indirect ways. This is the arena we have identified as the cultural, and women have had to negotiate, for example, with the strict codes that a more 'fundamentalist' approach to Islam makes on women's cultural activities. However, the cultural presence of Islam has made inroads more insidiously through popular culture such as music, television and art. These are some of the topics that this issue takes on board, and it is hoped that readers will open the forum for more diverse ways of looking at how global politics influences and transforms everyday events, shapes our thinking, and the way that we perhaps negotiate and transform our own spaces.
In the initial panel discussion, the emphasis had been on the word negotiation, and it was hoped that papers would look at this process, as dictated not by external pressures only, but trace a long history of women's engagement with Islam in the situations that they were examining. This engagement had involved protest at the obvious misogynist aspects that Islam is (in)famous for, but would also draw on the ways that women are ambiguously situated at the crossroads between modernity, tradition and nationalism. The papers presented looked at the way in which institutional structures such as the law empower (or not) women's lives, as well as the ways in which religion is practiced and manifested in everyday life. The emphasis was on women's active engagement with a new or traditional religious discourse, and ways in which new forms of feminine and feminist subjectivities may emerge from within these engagements.
Before going to talk about the papers in this issue, perhaps a small reiteration on the importance of looking at the relationship between women and Islam is necessary. Since the publication of Edward Said's Orientalism in 1978, the cultural dimension of colonialism has become evident to all cultural analysts, and the special role that women have played in this process has been highlighted in all subsequent writing. The colonial representation of Islam had fixed on the figure of the veiled woman as emblematic of all that was wrong with Muslim societies. The colonized oriental, caught within this discourse, got enmeshed in discovering other forms of representation, often going to 'pre'-Islamic times to discover how great the position of women was 'originally'. This search for a golden age often pitches on the early years of Islam, to show how the times of the Prophet Muhammad had been good for women -that the new religion had given women rights, such as of property and of consent, which had hitherto been denied to them.
1 Most postcolonial histories give women this special status.
2 Women emerge as the nationalist response to the colonial representation. But while women become the terrain on which national and postcolonial identities are drawn, lives and voices of women are drowned. This is perhaps one of the reasons that women's groups and the women's movement have remained as dynamic and creative in the so-called Third World, as women contest and negotiate between the positions that are made available to them, and as they struggle to carve their own spaces.
This special issue, which has emerged out of the original panel presentation, has kept the focus on women. It has tried to bring out the cultural aspects that lie behind this negotiation; the stress is on both the political and the cultural ways of engagement, negotiation and the ambiguities of positions that emerge from this dynamic process. While some of the papers retain the focus on women that had formed part of the original panel, a wider field of investigation has been opened up through looking at forms of cultural engagement. The cultural aspects of Islam have sometimes been seen as a form of self-assertion, but more often than not as part of an insidious entry into people's lives, which corrodes the building of a secular and modern society, towards which postcolonial 'third world' nations are supposed to be progressing.
Again, perhaps a word on modernity and secularism needs to be put in at this point. The construction of an Islamic public space is often seen as inimical to the construction of a modern secular polity. Studies of Islam have also been known to position the fundamentalist against the spiritual, the political against the cultural, and the modern-day western search for a 'moderate' Islam often selects the second term of these binaries as desirable. Hence, the construction of the Islamic public or cultural space comes under attack in two ways: one, as a handmaiden of contemporary western imperialist forces who, by patronizing a mild form of the religion, keeps its more militant aspects at bay, or by the secularists, who consider the Islamicization of public spaces as inimical to the establishment of a tolerant pluralist society and as retarding the development of a more critical public space. Cultural expressions work by creating popular appeal, and it is difficult to entangle to what extent it reflects, and to what level constructs, this field of what has become known as the popular pious.
The articles in this issue span a wide geographical expanse, spanning all of Asia, and show how women, culture and religion form a difficult and complex terrain in which our political and social lives are lived. Islah Jad shows how Hamas has opened up new forms of political engagement for women in Palestine, complicating the secular nature of the liberation struggle. Amina Jamal has shown how religious parties recruit and form their appeal for women. The situation in India acquires quite different proportions, as is explored by Diaa Rajan, Deepa Dhanraj and K. Lalita, as women in post-riot Gujarat negotiate public spaces. These papers have looked at women in the line of fire, as it were, and the urgency of their situations requires focus and attention.
The more cultural, and perhaps more difficult arenas to identify are brought up in the subsequent papers from Bangladesh and Indonesia. Samia Huq shows how the growing influence of Islam makes women turn away from cultural performances, such as singing and dancing. This in a country like Bangladesh is really a very novel phenomenon, where women's presence in the sphere of cultural performance had become an emblem of Bengali culture in the fight for the independence of Bangladesh, and a strong marker of difference from the Pakistani state. Rianne Subijanto considers TV drama serials and talk shows in Indonesian TV. The collusion between the popular public space and the state itself Editorial introduction 175 is shown to create a changing cultural scene in which religion acquires a huge and unmistakable presence. The visual essay concentrates on street scenes in and around Dhaka in Bangladesh. It reveals a completely different picture, concentrating on popular street art and building forms, as they construct a pious public image, and draw its viewers through a collage of aesthetic forms -folk and cinema. These forms remain outside the purview of any official patronage, and can be seen as true expressions of popular religion.
The book review draws attention to the plethora of research that the topic of Islam, culture and women has generated. By choosing two books, the emphasis is on both political Islam and Islam in the construction of women's identities in Bangladesh and West Bengal.
As editor, putting this issue together has been a challenging task. The effort has been to draw on writers and articles that span a broad range of topics and concerns, and hope to elicit debate and discussion, and also add to the rich scholarship that has sprung out of activism, and continues to influence the movements in which many of our countries are engaged.
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